Abstract. When animals defend territories that are large and structurally complex, scent marks alone are unlikely to be reliable signals of a resident's dominance and competitors should require initial proof through direct interaction. This was tested using freshly captured Mus spretus which occupy large non-overlapping ranges in grassland but are strongly attracted to substrate odours from unfamiliar competitors. Choice tests measured time spent investigating and chewing to gain access to paired nestboxes when the entrances were blocked with mesh. Experiment 1 established that mice of both sexes were more strongly attracted to their own odour than to a clean site. Experiment 2 examined choice between the subject's own odour and that of an unfamiliar same-sex competitor both before and after meeting the competitor in a neutral (clean) arena. Prior to interaction, males exerted much effort to gain access to both their own and their unfamiliar competitor's odour. Once relative dominance had been established through agonistic interaction, subordinates avoided their dominant competitor's odour in favour of their own while dominants continued to be attracted to both. There was little aggressive competition between unfamiliar females and relative status did not affect their attraction to a competitor's odour. Females tended to be more attracted to a competitor's odour than to their own prior to interaction but showed less attraction to a competitor's odour post-interaction. A third experiment showed that the odour of an unfamiliar male was more attractive than that from an unfamiliar female, especially to males. The consequences of these responses for maintaining spatial dispersion in this species are discussed.
The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
In a recent study of the behavioural mechanisms underlying the spatial dispersion of the aboriginal mouse Mus spretus Lataste living in grassland, Hurst et al. (1996) concluded that individuals do not attempt to force competitors away from defended territories by aggression. The brief attacks and chases and static defensive postures shown between two unfamiliar males and, less frequently, between females are more consistent with mice competing for dominance over suitable sites. This differs significantly from the aggressive pursuit of competitors shown, for example, by the well-studied commensal house mouse, Mus domesticus (Rowe & Redfern 1969; Gray & Hurst 1997) . However, both trapping (Cassaing & Croset 1985; Hurst et al. 1994 Hurst et al. , 1996 and radiotelemetry studies (unpublished data) show that the ranges of individual males are mutually exclusive, whilst trapping ranges also suggest that adult females are similarly dispersed but overlap with males (Cassaing & Croset 1985; Hurst et al. 1994 Hurst et al. , 1996 . Individual ranges can be quite large (up to 924 m 2 ) and may border closely with neighbours (unpublished data). If animals do not force intruders to leave their territory, how do they maintain such large non-overlapping ranges?
A resident's odour in the environment will provide a signal to intruders that a site is occupied. Territorial animals may deliberately deposit scent marks to provide competitors with a cheatproof signal of the resident's ability to dominate a territory (Gosling 1982) . In support of this, commensal house mice use urine marks on the substrate to assess the competitive ability of a resident male and avoid potentially costly encounters (Jones & Nowell 1989; Gosling & McKay 1990;  
